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DAY 5

SUNDAY




 

 

THE POLICE WERE ALSO TELLING GANG MEMBERS THAT THE NATIONAL GUARD WAS, IN EFFECT, A MUCH, MUCH BIGGER GANG. THEY FELT THOSE WERE TERMS THE GANG MEMBERS COULD RELATE TO.

—MAJOR GENERAL JAMES D. DELK,
COMMANDING OFFICER OF NATIONAL GUARD FORCES





ANONYMOUS


MAY 3, 1992

3:22 P.M.
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Let me get one thing straight: I am the Big, Bad Wolf and as far as anyone who needs biting is concerned, I do not exist. Tonight I am tasked with assaulting a number of gang-involved residences, and I can tell you that I am personally going to enjoy it. Due to the extralegal nature of this operation, however, I cannot tell you who I am or where I work. Technically, I cannot tell you what I do, either, not as a day job, but this is a matter of extraordinary circumstance, so I can walk you through what I do when I do it, and you can fill in the rest in your head. First, however, some background is needed.

Currently, I am in command of two transport vehicles carrying sixteen men south on the bone-dry concrete bed of the Los Angeles River. We entered the culvert via a tunnel entrance beneath the Sixth Street Bridge. Channelized with concrete by the Army Corps of Engineers over a period of years beginning in 1935, the basin is more road than river, and today it will serve as both our bridge and back-door entrance into South Central. We are en route to a residence wherein multiple known gang members reside and conduct illicit business. Prior to this mission, my team was stuck in a hurry-up-and-wait scenario because, in my opinion, no one at the top had the stomach to sanction our deployment until one hour ago. Up to that point, we had been on standby, sitting on a forward command post for the LAPD and all emergency services.

This was particularly frustrating to my team and me because police and National Guard forces all over Los Angeles have been engaged in standoffs and skirmishes with domestic enemies more skilled in urban guerrilla combat than most foreign combatants. This is not a view you are likely to hear espoused in public, but it is the correct one. Such situations occur because this city is effectively Balkanized. What you have in Los Angeles is a particularly toxic mixture of citizens with disparate cultural backgrounds and belief systems, but what you have above all is a highly fragmented gang population numbering roughly 102,000. (When I was first briefed on this number, I said, “That is not a statistic, sir; that is an army.”) In 1991 alone, this group was responsible for 771 murders in the city—over two per day.

It gets worse: LAPD had a directive to protect gun stores citywide when the riot began. They failed. Over three thousand guns (nearly all semiautomatic, although some fully automatic rifles) were looted in the first two days. Though verified, this number has not been made public, and neither has this: nearly all remain unaccounted for. As such, it is operationally necessary to know that black and Latin gangs in this area are heavily armed.

So you know where I am coming from: when I use the term black, it means something. As my southern-raised father frequently said to me, “You was born black, and you’ll die that way.” I grew up in Watts, pre- and post-1965 riots, and Los Angeles today is very different from Los Angeles then. I was born in Lynwood, at St. Francis, April 1956, because there was no hospital in Watts at the time. When I was nine, my own neighborhood rioted in response to the arrest and beating of “that Frye boy,” as my mother referred to him since she knew his mother, Rena, from church. Lynwood was still considered a nice place for whites then, and my mother herself took the bus there to clean houses. I find it unnecessary to further detail my early life, so I will simply say I shipped to Vietnam in 1974 and did two tours. Afterward, I went career army before taking early retirement to accept a certain job, with a certain U.S. governmental agency that I cannot currently name. That is all I can tell you about me, but I felt it vital to be clear that I have a personal stake in this mission. It is on my patch, so to speak.

It is, however, not as if this situation were created overnight. I can tell you from personal experience that nothing got solved after Watts, economically or otherwise, and yet, I do not exaggerate when I say the powder keg is significantly bigger than it once was. Only 7,900 officers and sheriffs police this city of almost 3.6 million, and county of 9.15 million. (Consider the nearly 102,000 active gang members against this number of officers.) As it stands, this is the worst ratio of all the major urban areas in the country, and yet, it is even worse when one considers the size of the policing area. Los Angeles County is a beach blanket. It is flat and it is spread out north-south from the port encompassing San Pedro and Long Beach up to the Pasadena foothills and the San Fernando Valley, and west-east from the Santa Monica beaches to the desert of the San Gabriel Valley.

For the sake of comparison: the Watts riots took place in six square blocks of my old neighborhood. It was contained accordingly. However, on the first night of our present civil unrest, fires extended over 105 square miles of city and county area in South Central. As a result, curfew was about as well enforced as Prohibition, because policing an area of that size, with that large a gang population, even during the best of times, is extremely arduous. But during a civil disturbance the likes of which this nation has never seen before? Well, it simply is not possible. That is the bad news up to now, but here is the good: it changes tonight.

At the FCP, I spoke to a number of fellow Vietnam vets, National Guardsmen mostly, but some CHP, and some police. Nearly all of them spoke about how similar their emotions are now to when they were “in country” over two decades ago. They mentioned the unknown. They confessed to having difficulty recognizing the enemy. I understand both, but my team is not tasked with defending shopping malls. We are targeted, guided by an L.A. Sheriff’s Department Homicide liaison with exceptional knowledge and reliable informants within the South Central gang world. He selects our targets, and we do our job. In short, we are the payback.

“Don’t worry,” I told the old-timers in the chow line organized by the good folks at the U.S. Forestry Service. “I know who the enemy is, and not only am I going to break his ribs for you, I am going to look him in the fucking eye when I do it.”

The sentiment, I must say, was much appreciated. Every day and every night since this began, gang-involved thugs have been threatening guardsmen and cops all over this city. I have yet to meet a guardsman who does not have a variant on this story: gangbangers drive by slowly, showing off their guns while pointing fingers at the men in uniform and saying, “We’ll come back and kill you after dark.”

In my line, that is considered a terrorist threat and deserves swift retribution. That is the angle from which we must approach this situation, because desperate times call for desperate measures. Within the EOC, there are already rumbles that the situation citywide is now contained on a level that would allow the curfew to be lifted tomorrow, so our mission is for tonight and tonight only. We have less than twenty-four hours to send a very loud message.

The silver lining to the chaos of the last five days is this: there is no possibility of what we are about to do blowing back on us. We go out, we teach the bullies a lesson so they know who is bigger and badder, and then we go. It is caveman stuff, but it also happens to be the only language every gang understands.

Our engagement parameters are twofold: one, we are to spend no more than six minutes at any given property, and two, we may act in any way we deem appropriate, so long as we do not fire unless fired upon. I agreed to both in the EOC, but I remain a realist. The one thing you can count on when on the ground is circumstances changing. All the same, I could not help myself in our mission briefing when some desk-riding, newly flown-in marine commander with more stripes on his sleeve than sense told me that not firing unless fired upon was the only thing separating us from the gangs.

“Separating us, sir?” I said to his overly serious face. “We are a gang.”

You should have seen his jaw loosen. He is not my CO, and I do not report to him. He was only informed of the mission as a matter of professional courtesy. The gang parallel always seemed perfectly obvious to me, but I suppose it is not.

In this vehicle, I have a handpicked crew of highly trained men. We are all wearing identical tactical uniforms of green suits and helmets. We have a common goal of “rolling up” (as the parlance goes) on another gang and reminding them as forcefully as possible where the line is. This is something gangs also must do from time to time. Whether in turf or conduct, there is a line, even among criminals, and in a civil disturbance situation, again, the likes of which this country has never seen before, humans tend to forget where that line is.

Until now, that is. Now, the line gets redrawn. Now, we are more dangerous than we have ever been because there is no oversight and, best of all, we do not have to do paperwork on it in the morning. No forms. No narrative. No reports in triplicate. It is about as perfect as a government-run operation ever gets because it is dead simple, and technically, it will never be recorded as happening.

We have no names sewn on our uniforms now. We are as anonymous as the wind. What we do will exist only in whispered stories. Only the bad guys will ever know we did this, and they do not count.

I have issued one directive, and one directive only: aim to maim, and when you do, maim for life. I tell my men this, and I also amend our first mission parameter.

“Do not, I repeat, do not wait to be fired upon,” I say as our vehicle hits a bump and keeps going. “If anyone so much as aims a gun at you, you cancel his fucking Cinco de Mayo.”
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So with what I have revealed so far firmly in mind, I would ask you to do one thing. I need you to steel yourself. Take a breath if needed. When we do what we must, I would advise you not to get soft. This begins with viewing our prospective targets neither as victims nor as people, but as unpunished criminals getting a dose of the only medicine they understand. I would recommend heartily that you not pity them. The criminals we are targeting, they have it coming and they have had it coming for a long time. Most important, they will know that they have brought this upon themselves.

Past the Rio Hondo confluence of the Los Angeles River, there is a drive-out that leads onto Imperial Highway. We leave the riverbed there, utilize the access road, undo the fencing, and enter the street. I double-check the Duncan Avenue address obtained from our LASD Homicide liaison with our tactical drivers. Although I specifically requested that our liaison be detailed to my unit, I was rebuffed. He would love to be, he said, particularly to see the looks on the faces of these “little Mexican fuckers” when they get some justice, but he cannot risk someone recognizing him. He was at this same address last night, and he questioned one of these gangbangers as well. He still polices here he said, whereas we are “just visiting.” I told him I understood.

As we have the element of surprise, standard procedure is to assault the residence frontally. However, we have eyes-on in this case and have been informed that there is a gathering currently occurring in the back patio area. In addition, we know that a driveway borders the north of the property. As such, I have ordered one squad of four to disembark the tailing vehicle halfway down the block and flank the residence with weapons high in order to bottle up the gathering and funnel any runners back into the patio while the other squad from our tailing vehicle assaults frontally, and the two squads aboard my vehicle will cut off a lateral escape route.

As the flanking squad departs, they pass a possible gangbanger traversing the sidewalk away from the target residence. It is reasonable to assume he may be leaving the gathering so we confront him. He immediately puts his hands up and does not attempt to warn anyone of our presence. When he is told to get down in the grass and spread-eagle, he complies and is searched for weapons. He is clean. He is told to stay where he is, he nods that he understands, and my squad proceeds to the flank.

I have a newly adopted issue, German-style helmet that I am still getting used to
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